Writings trom the Readership 


A METHOD FOR GROWING ALDROVANDA 


DoucLas W. DARNOWSKI ° Department of Biology * Washington College ° 300 
Washington Avenue ° Chestertown MD 21620 USA ° dwdarnowskil@mail.washcoll.edu 


Keywords: cultivation: Aldrovanda vesiculosa, planting media, water. 


Aldrovanda vesiculosa, the waterwheel plant, with its relationship to the Venus 
Flytrap and its gorgeous translucent leaves, is a highly desirable species of carnivorous 
plant to grow, and yet it has a reputation as being very difficult to maintain in cultiva- 
tion. Lubomir Adamec, in his many fascinating articles published in Carnivorous Plant 
Newsletter and elsewhere, has deciphered the fine points of its mineral nutrition (eg. 
Adamec, 1995, 1997). 

However, growing Aldrovanda using carefully prepared mineral supplements as 
Adamec describes may be beyond the means of many amateur growers. This article 
describes a method of cultivating Aldrovanda which has worked very well, using untreat- 
ed tap water and local soils from two different parts of the US (Figure 1). The soils used 
ranged from heavy black loam, to infertile red clay, to a version of the latter which was 
enriched with compost. This method has performed very well with Aldrovanda plants 
from Japan, Poland, Northern Territory (Australia) and New South Wales (Australia). 
Recently acquired plants from Romania and the southwestern corner of Western 
Australia also are responding very well to this method. 

First, select a container, preferably a glass aquarium 20 liters (5 gallons) or more in 
volume. Growing containers with transparent sides are best because light passing into 
the container through its walls will encourage additional growth of Aldrovanda, and 
some of the most attractive views of the plants will be through the sides. However, the 
container may be a translucent (i.e. semi-transparent) or even opaque, as can be pur- 
chased in the USA for storing and organizing shirts or books. 

Place 1-5 cm (0.5-2 inches) of soil (of any type, from fertile loam to heavy clay) in the 
bottom of the growing container. The heavier soils seem to work better, though this has 
not been tested systematically. Then fill the container with tap water to a depth of 15-20 
cm (6-8 inches) above the soil. This method has not been tested systematically for help- 
ing plants cope with fluoridation or chlorination, and it has not been tested with very 
hard water. It has, however, been tested using moderately hard water in the Eastern US. 
If hardness might be a particular concern, the dilution of local tap water with distilled 
water might help, or allowing the companion plants mentioned below a few weeks to con- 
dition the water before adding the Aldrovanda might also be a useful aid. 

Distilled water as the only source of water can be used if you prefer, though may not 
be necessary. You might want to temporarily cover the soil with something like a plastic 
sheet while adding water to avoid having too much soil material polluting the water. A 
thin topping of sand over the soil will work as well. In any event, it is not crucial as the 
particles will settle within a day or two. 

Once you have added the water, drop in two water hyacinth plants (Eichhornia cras- 
sipes; Pontideriaceae) about 15 cm (6 inches) diameter each, or an equivalent amount of 
larger or smaller plants. While I think that water hyacinths are best, other floating plants 
may be used instead, or as supplements. They will not be bothered if the water is still 
murky. The cultures can be given full sun through partial shade—water hyacinths are 
adaptable, as are the Aldrovanda. Plants will grow in any temperatures above which 
they do not go dormant and form turions, as discussed more fully below, and even in very 
warm water on a day when the temperature in the greenhouse tops 40°C (104°F), plants 
will thrive. These cultures can take whatever natural photoperiod is available, but they 
will also grow well given constant temperature (20-25°C, 68-77°F) and 24 hr artificial 
hght. 
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Figure 1: Three different strains of Aldrovanda in cultivation. 


The water hyacinths can be allowed to grow to cover the surface of the aquarium. 
Enough light will filter between and through the plants to sustain the Aldrovanda. In 
fact, the Aldrovanda will thrive, and red forms produce excellent coloration (although not 
all plants will be red—I am trying to determine why this is the case). 

Why does this simple method work for growing Aldrovanda? A good guess might be 
that the presence of the water hyacinths does two things. Water hyacinths are very good 
at conditioning water—they are even used in some stages at some sewage treatment 
plants. So, they may condition the water to the liking of the notoriously finicky 
Aldrovanda. Since the water hyacinths grow quickly, they may also help deplete extra 
nutrients from the water that would encourage algae to grow—algae can be a significant 
problem for some Aldrovanda growers. 

In addition, water hyacinths have a large mass of roots with a large surface area. 
When this system is used, and a tank is illuminated from above, large numbers of small 
crustaceans and other aquatic creatures can be seen swimming into the roots, resting on 
them, and swimming out again. The root mass may provide a place for prey of 
Aldrovanda to breed, further benefiting the plants of interest. For this reason, it is a good 
idea to add some pond water or water from an established tank to a new tank of 
Aldrovanda. This addition acts as a starter culture. For the same reason, some pond 
snails or a similar type of snail should be added to the tank as Aldrovanda will capture 
and digest baby snails. 

With this method, growing Aldrovanda should be significantly easier for those with- 
out access to the sort of chemical supplements described in Adamec’s articles. Turions can 
be dropped into a tank as a new growing season begins. I have found that the red 
Northern Territory form will overwinter in a cool greenhouse using this method. Even 
though this strain is tropical in origin, it will make terminal buds which look like turions 
after some weeks of approximately 10°C (50°F) temperatures at night. These can be con- 
verted to true turions by placing the plants in 4°C (39°F) storage in the refrigerator. 
Plants which are left in culture without being stored may remain semi-active through the 
winter, resuming growth in the spring. 

Dead whorls of leaves will be shed from behind the turion without damage to plants 
or spoiling the stored turions. Others might as well, but I have not tried them yet. 
Instead, I have collected the turions for these other varieties in October/November and 
stored them at 4°C (39°F) in pond water until April. Closed rigid containers are useful for 
this purpose. Do not include soil. When temperatures begin to warm, turions can be 
dumped into the same sort of culture from which they were taken, with growth resum- 
ing within days, 

With this technique, increases of 10 fold in the number of plants (measured by count- 
ing growth tips) can be achieved in a month or so, given warm weather and adequate 
light. Adequate light can be anything from the level of light found in heavy shade on a 
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bright, sunny day to full sun. In the latter cases, companion plants provide some shade 
to the Aldrovanda, which will often remain partly shaded. Starting with just a few plants 
at the beginning of the growing season, you can expect to have fifty plants growing in a 
20 liter (5 gallon) container for more active strains, such as the Australian varieties, and 
other types will increase vigorously as well. 


Note that water hyacinth can be a significant invasive species in wildlands, where it can 
adversely affect native biodiversity, recreation, and agriculture. This species is even pro- 
hibited or regulated in Arizona, Florida, South Carolina, regions of Australia, and is prob- 
ably prohibited or regulated in other areas, too. Plant growers are reminded not to intro- 
duce water hyacinths to the wild.—ed. 
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INTERNATIONAL CARNIVOROUS PLANT SOCIETY SEED BANK 


ICPS Seedbanke P.O. Box 72222 © Davis, CA 95617-6222 * USA 


Darlingtonia californica—Oregon, USA D. macrantha subsp. macrantha 
Drosera aliciae D. nidiformis 

D. auriculata D. spatulata 

D. binata D. stolonifera subsp. stolonifera 
D. burmannii D. x tokaiensis 

D. capensis—narrow leaf Pinguicula caerulea 

D. capensis ‘Albino —white flower P lutea 

D. capensis—wide leaf P. primulifiora 

D. capillaris Sarracenia alata 

D. collinsiae S. flava 

D. dielsiana S. leucophylla 

D. filiformis var. filiformis S. psittacina 

D. gigantea S. purpurea subsp. purpurea 
D. glanduligera S. purpurea subsp. venosa 

D. intermedia Utricularia gibba 

D. intermedia—Florida, USA U. multifida 

D. intermedia—North Carolina, USA U. violaceae 


D. intermedia—Rhode Island, USA 


This is a partial list of the seeds available. A complete list is available online at the 
ICPS web site, http://www.carnivorousplants.org or by sending a self-addressed 
(stamped if USA), envelope to the seed bank address. 

Seed packets are US$1 each. Please include US$3 postage and handling for each 
order. You may pay by cash, check, or money order in US$. Many members pay with cash. 
Please make checks and money orders payable to “ICPS Seed Bank”. 

The seed bank is a members-only benefit. The quantity of seed available to each 
member is 1 packet of each variety per month and 50 packets total in any 12 month peri- 
od. Please list alternative seed selections, as other orders will arrive before yours. If you 
have an e-mail address, please include it so we can correspond should any issues arise. 
mee ee through the seed bank are intended for your personal use only and may 
not be sold. 

The money raised by the seed bank is used by the ICPS to pay for seed bank expens- 
es, web site ISP charges, and ICPS educational and conservation programs. Donate seed 
and get credit for free seed from the seed bank. Seeds of selected varieties are available 
free to teachers for use in the classroom and to scientists and conservation organizations. 
It is ICPS policy not to sell seed of plants protected by CITES Appendix I or the US 
Endangered Species Act. 


John Brittnacher, Manager * john@carnivorousplants.org 
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